Nations rightly reward honourable courage. Gallantry in the face of mortal risk and the willingness to sacrifice one's life in combat is lauded by all societies. Most nations within the British Commonwealth bestow, as their highest accolade, the Victoria Cross (VC). Instituted by Royal Warrant of Queen Victoria on 29 January 1856, this 'little ugly bronze Maltese cross' 1 is revered by all. Its symbolism is immense. It reflects the willingness of an individual to lay down his life for his comrades in combat and of society to acknowledge, posthumously since 1902, as well as vitally, the supreme value it places upon such acts. The VC is not an Order but its recipients are afforded primacy in the Order of Precedence of all bestowed decorations.
The history of the VC has medical themes. Its establishment belatedly formalised a long-held civic tradition. Its implementation in 1856 raised both military and medical morale at a time of low ebb. The Roll of Honour of 1358 recipients (February 2011) includes a proud medical heritage. Its more than 30 'medical' recipients comprise an elite subgroup, replete with biographic richness. In this issue of the JMB, Professor Kaufman (pp. 111 -116) gives biographic sketches of three regimental surgeons, Licentiate Diplomats of the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh who were decorated with the VC in the first decade of its history.
The first military award for bravery, bestowed upon a regimental surgeon, took the form of a special Commendation conferred by the Duke of Wellington upon Mr George Guthrie (1785 -1856), 'a young and energetic regimental surgeon with the 29th Foot', following the latter's gallantry in the Peninsular Wars (1804 -15). Guthrie went on to become President of the Royal College of Surgeons of England. After The Battle of Waterloo in 1815 the conservatism and inertia of the British War Office, including that of its Medical Department, led to medical catastrophes in the Sikh War (1845) and at the Crimea (1854). Changes, particularly those relating to military medicine, which had been made since 1815 were for the worse. For example, the 'Royal Wagon Train, formed in 1812, the only military transport and ambulance organisation in the army, had been disbanded in 1833 0 . 2 During the Crimean War, the British Medical Journal of January 1855 reported the 'uniform testimony to the miserable want of organisation which prevails in the medical service of the British Army now encamped before Sebastopol'. 3 On 19 May 1856 Her Majesty laid the Foundation Stone of the Royal Victoria Hospital, a military hospital at Netley near Southampton. 4 She placed the first Victoria Cross under that stone as a symbol of esteem both for the wounded in war and for those who tended them. When the Queen Victoria Hospital at Netley was demolished in 1966, the 'Netley VC' was retrieved and is on display at the Army Medical Services Museum at Ash, near Aldershot. 5 Throughout her life Queen Victoria evinced a special sympathy for the sick and injured. Her persona communicated esteem for those who served others. She admired the heritage of the St John Hospitallers of the Crusades and used their emblem, the Crusader or Maltese Cross, as the forme for the three insignia she instituted -the Victoria Cross (1856) 10 It became obvious, however, that a regimental surgeon was more valuable alive than dead with a posthumous Victoria Cross. The practice of surgeons rather than stretcher-bearers instinctively and bravely 'going forward' under shell fire was formally discouraged and finally banned by Routine Orders. Gradually, and explicitly following the carnage of the First World War, it became self-evident that uncountable acts of supreme courage were performed in combat -the great majority unwitnessed, unreported and 'known only to God'. From the perspective of the 21st century, recipients are regarded with something approaching reverence. The nuances embodied in Queen Victoria's original 'eagerly sought after' self-promotion is totally lacking. The unspoken accompaniment that one in five Crosses are posthumous, the simple brass substance of the medal itself and its simple inscription 'For Valour', says it all. A Sydney surgeon, himself a veteran of both the Anglo-Boer War and the First World War, summed up the heroism of many medical officers who had served in those wars, describing their service as 'a true forgetfulness of self '. 11 All ranks, including Field Marshals, salute a Victoria Cross recipient when his medals are worn. But Cross winners themselves, like all beribboned servicemen and women, cover their medals with their right hand at the Cenotaphs in cities throughout the world and at the Tombs of the Unknown Soldiers in London, Canberra and Washington.
The British Unknown Soldier of the 1914-18 War, interred in Westminster Abbey, was awarded the Victoria Cross as was the American Unknown Warrior of the same war. Neither of these awards was gazetted. In the 21st century, in many instances the use of the words 'hero', 'icon' and 'legend' have become debased by media trivia, with the artificial creation of popularity for inconsequential actions. It is against this sort of background that the importance of the Victoria Cross maintains its paradoxical status -a simple bronze cross in material substance but a symbol of the highest ethic of humankind. 
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